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by 

The Honourable Erik Nielsen, 

| at a eat IY cpp ts CS 

Minister of Public Works 

and 

The Honourable Jake Epp, P.C., M.P. 
Minister of Indian Affairs and 
Northern Development 


~ at Flat Creek, Yukon Territory 


August 18, 1979 
10:00 a.m. 


We are fulfilling the visions and dreams of 10:00 a.m. 
Canada's first Prime Minister, 

Sir John A. Macdonald. But Macdonald O Canada 
saw Canada from East to West. I see a new 


Canada — a Canada of the North. 


— John Diefenbaker, 1958. 


Prayer of Invocation 


Welcome and Introduction of 
Platform and Special Guests 


Dedication 


Unveiling of Plaques 


Closing Prayer 
Closing Remarks 
God Save the Queen 


10:30 a.m. 


The Reverend D. Meakes 
St. Paul’s Anglican Church 
Dawson City 


Mr. Bruce Angus 
Director General Pacific Region 
Public Works Canada 


The Reverend M. Bobillier, O.M.I. 
St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Church 
Dawson City 


The Rt. Hon. John G. Diefenbaker, 
4 FGF LY pt od OE 


The Hon. Erik Nielsen, P.C., Q.C., M.P. 


The Hon. Jake Epp, P.C., M.P. 


Dr. J.R.H. Dempster, M.A., Ph.D. 
Mrs. W.E. (Sheila) Calvert 


The Reverend D. Meakes 


Mr. Angus 


Reception 


Planned and funded by Northern Affairs 
and built by Public Works Canada for the 
territorial governments from Kilometre 142 
(Mile 88.2) of the Klondike Highway 

(c. 40 km east of Dawson, YT) to 
Kilometre 1 498 (Mile 931) of the Mackenzie 
Highway (c. 67 km south of Inuvik, NWT). 


The Dempster Highway 
671 km (417 miles long) 


The Kutchin floated triangular rafts down 
these rivers carrying goods to barter with 
their fellow Loucheux Indians and then 
with white traders. 


From the turn of this century, Royal North- 
west Mounted Police patrols mushed their 
dogteams up the frozen rivers and creeks 
and over the divides between Dawson and 
Fort McPherson carrying mail, news and 
the law. In mid-century John Diefenbaker 
stirred Canadians with his vision of the 
North. Within a month of his victory 
sweep in March 1958, Public Works began 
the first ground reconnaissance of the route 
as part of the new program “Roads to 
Resources”. By October his Northern 
Minister, Alvin Hamilton, had agreement 
to begin the Dempster. 


The first 48 km, cut in 1959 through the 
spruce forests on the banks of the 

N. Klondike River, soon served as a tote 
trail for oil exploration. By 1961 the road 
had crossed North Fork Pass (1 160 m 
above sea level, watershed between Yukon 
and Mackenzie basins), entered the alpine 
tundra of the Ogilvie Mountains and 
reached the fork of the Blackstone River at 
Km 117 (M. 73). And there, where Arctic 
grayling rise to a fisherman’s wobbling 
spoon or black-coloured flies, the road 
stopped until begun again under another 
prime minister, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, in 
1969. Some 9 years and 10 contracts later 
the subgrade with its high gravel berm — 
a 1-2 metre insulating pad to protect the _ 
permafrost — was completed. As winter 
exercises, the Canadian Armed Forces 

1 Combat Engineer Regiment from Chilli- 
wack, BC moved in to build the two 
major bridges over the Ogilvie and Eagle 
Rivers. 


At Km 372 you will find a lodge with the 
only gas station and restaurant until Fort 
McPherson. Beyond, at Km 406, the 
Dempster crosses the Arctic Circle on the 
flat sandstone of Eagle Plain. This is 
caribou country, geologically and biologi- 
cally unique as it is one of the few spots in 
Canada untouched by glaciation during the 
last ice age. The road leaves the Yukon and 
enters the Northwest Territories through 
“George’s Gap”, the height of land in the 
low, rolling Richardson Mountains. Now 


there’s only 87 km and a ferry crossing 
over the Peel River before you reach the 
first community, Fort McPherson at Km 553. 
It's another 54 km to Arctic Red River, 
then 64 km to the Mackenzie highway 
which takes you to Inuvik. 


Some look at the road and wonder: Will it 
upset northern lifestyles? Turn aside 
migrating caribou? Give hunters too easy 
access to game despite the roadside ban on 
shooting? Government researchers under a 
third prime minister, Joe Clark, continue to 
seek answers. 


When the road is surfaced with crushed 
gravel and the ferries are in place, the 
trucks will roll. Northerners and oil and gas 
companies look forward to cheaper freight 
rates for food and goods which now arrive 
by air. In June Foothills Pipe Lines applied 
to run a gas pipeline along the Dempster. 
And for the first time in our history, Arctic 
settlements are linked by a land road to the 
rest of Canada: 3 199 km by car to 
Edmonton from Inuvik; 3 717 to Vancouver; 
5 941 to Toronto; 6 959 to Montreal; and 

8 206 km ta Halifax. 
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Corporal W.J.D. Dempster (centre) with his 
Royal Northwest Mounted Police patrol — 
Constable J.F. Fyfe (right) and ex-Constable 
F, Turner (left) (Indian guide Charlie Stewart 
is absent) — at Dawson soon after they 
found the “Lost Patrol” by tracing its snow- 
covered tracks through hundreds of miles 
of wilderness and bitter cold. In 1911 that 
ill-fated patrol, led by Insp. F.J. Fitzgerald, 
was long overdue from Fort McPherson. 
Cpl. Dempster, the “iron man of the trail’, 
led the search patrol from Dawson. He 
found the four men, but too late to save 
them. They had lost their way entering the 
Ogilvie Mountains and turned back but 
starved and froze just 35 miles short of 
returning to shelter at Fort McPherson. 
They were the only mounties to perish on 
that long trek. 


Between 1907 and 1921 Dempster travelled 
many times over the trail that was to bear 
his name. He became widely known and 
respected throughout the Yukon, where he 
served for over 36 years and rose to the 
rank of Inspector before retiring from the 
force to Vancouver with his wife, Catherine 
Smith, in 1934. His son, Hugh (who was 
born in Mayo), heads the Department of 
Computer Science at UBC. Vancouver is 
also the home of his daughter, Sheila (Mrs. 
Edward Calvert). Insp. Dempster died in 
October 1964 at the age of 88, just two 
months after ceremonies were held in 
Dawson officially naming the new road 
after him. 


